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Today we continue in our sermon series inspired by some of the faith claims in the Apostle’s Creed. One such 
claim, and the topic for the sermon today, is “he descended into hell.” For me, growing up in a Presbyterian 
Church, this has always grabbed my attention. By show of hands, has this phrase ever grabbed your attention?  
Now my rational for many years has been this, “since the church has professed it all these years, I’ll just 
continued to profess it and hedge my bet that surely thousands upon thousands of Christians must know 
what THEY are talking about and therefore it must be safe for me to profess it, even if I don’t exactly know 
what I mean when I say it.” That’s been my rationale for a long time. Has anyone else shared that same thought 
process? No doubt such a phrase raises many questions. To help us, let’s read part of Peter’s first sermon found 
in Acts 2:25-31. A footnote for us, there are 3 voices present. Peter is speaking to the crowds at Pentecost, Peter 
quotes Psalm 16 which is David speaking prophetically. Peter explains that the voice in which David is speaking 
in Psalm 16 cannot actually be David, but is the voice of the Messiah Jesus. Hear now God’s Word:  

“For David says concerning him, ‘I saw the Lord always before me, for he is at my right hand so that I 
will not be shaken; 26 therefore my heart was glad, and my tongue rejoiced; moreover, my flesh will live 
in hope. 27 For you will not abandon my soul to Hades or let your Holy One experience corruption. 28 You 
have made known to me the ways of life; you will make me full of gladness with your presence.’ 

29 “Fellow Israelites, I may say to you confidently of our ancestor David that he both died and was buried, 
and his tomb is with us to this day. 30 Since he was a prophet, he knew that God had sworn with an oath 
to him that he would put one of his descendants on his throne. 31 Foreseeing this, David spoke of the 
resurrection of the Messiah, saying, He was not abandoned to Hades nor did his flesh experience 
corruption.’ 

 The Word of the Lord, Thanks be to God. 

Why did they add this phrase “he descended into hell”? The Apostles Creed did not originally have this line 
in it until its more settled form later in the 7th to 8th century, so why did they add it? To this day, some church 
camps of thought argue that nothing would be lost if it weren’t in the creed, and nothing is gained by having it, 
so why add such an obscure phrase as “he descended into hell”? To answer this, we must ask a more current 
question, and that is… how many cemeteries did you drive past over the weekend?  

Have you ever noticed there are a surprising number of cemeteries all over Knoxville? Some of them are large 
and obvious, like the nicely manicured TN Veterans Cemetery across from Lakeshore Park. Some are tucked 
quietly behind little country churches like the Cedar Springs Historic Cemetery or West Emory Presbyterian on 
Westland, or Berry Highland Memorial Cemetery off Sutherland. Some sit along busy roads that thousands of 
people pass every day without even noticing. And maybe it’s because of my time doing funeral honors with the 



Navy, but I notice cemeteries now. I notice how many there are because I’ve visited several of them from Alcoa 
to Oak Ridge to East John Sevier highway. I notice how quietly they sit there while the rest of us hurry on past. 

We are people who do not like lingering near death. We drive past cemeteries. We avoid funeral homes. We 
change the subject when conversations get too heavy. Even in the church, we often rush past grief and silence as 
quickly as possible.  

Yes, in the church we know Good Friday. We love Easter Sunday. But almost nobody sits very long in the silence 
between. And maybe that is why the Apostles’ Creed refuses to rush. Have you noticed a rhythm to it? Jesus, 
“suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried. He descended into hell.” The creed slows 
us down. It lingers in death longer than we are comfortable with. And for many modern Christians, that line feels 
strange: “He descended into hell.” What exactly are we saying there? Today’s Christians wonder, Did Jesus go to 
the place of eternal punishment? Was He suffering after the cross where he said both, ‘today you’ll be with me in 
paradise’ and ‘it is finished’? Some even wonder if he was battling demons underground somewhere? 

Historically, many Christians have imagined different things about this phrase. The early church developed 
traditions about Christ proclaiming victory among the dead, sometimes called the “harrowing of hell.” And while 
some biblical passages hint in those directions, the creed itself seems to be making a simpler and more 
foundational claim first: Jesus was truly dead. Not apparently dead. Not mostly dead. Not unconscious for a 
while. Dead. Buried. Entering fully into what the Bible often calls Sheol or Hades — the realm of the dead. In 
fact, one of the more contrary beliefs that arose in the early Church was called Docetism; a belief that Jesus only 
appeared to be human, that he only appeared to suffer, and therefore that he only appeared to die. Yet the 
early church fathers believed that what Christ did not assume he could not redeem. Therefore, the creed’s response 
to “why add the line: he descended into hell” is in part to answer, just how dead was Jesus? He was so dead that 
he entered the realm of the dead. descendit ad inferos in the latin, meaning “He descended to the lower 
regions.” Can you bear with me for a little longer for more word study? 

In our English translations, the word Hades became “hell,” which today carries one primary image as the eternal 
fiery place of judgement. Ask anyone today to describe or define hell, in the church or not, believer or not, and 
they will likely give some kind of description of unending fiery judgement even if they don’t personally believe 
in it. But in the ancient world this language of the Hewbrew word Sheol or the Greek work Hades meant 
the place of the dead. That is exactly what Peter is talking about in Acts chapter 2. Peter quotes Psalm 16: “You 
will not abandon my soul to Hades.” You will not abandon my soul to the realm of the dead. That sentence only 
matters if Christ truly entered Hades, the lower regions, the place of the dead. Are you tracking? So if we 
wonder what Biblical grounds does the creed have in professing “he descended into hell” it’s primarily from 
Peter’s explanation here in Acts 2 as he applies Psalm 16 to the Messiah.  

There is a recurring theme throughout the Psalms of wanting to avoid Sheol. In Sheol nobody can praise the Lord. 
In Sheol bones are piled up in the pit, and in Hades names are forgotten. I think that David was feeling what we 
also experience today; that the realm of the dead, be it cemeteries or columbariums or crypts, it is a place of 
silence. It is a place of loneliness. And it is a place of being forgotten. One of the things funerals have taught me 
is that death slows everyone down. At gravesides, phones disappear into pockets. Conversations stop. Strong 
people suddenly cry at the playing of taps. Family members who haven’t spoken in years stand beside each other 
quietly because something about death strips away our illusions of control. Because deep down, every one of us 
knows death feels final.  

From our living perspective, there’s simply not a sermon illustration that we can fully connect with to convey all 
that it means for Jesus to have died, been buried, and therefore descend into the realm of the dead. The creed is 



talking about death. It is talking about Christ entering the realm of the dead. But Christians have long recognized 
that there are experiences in this life that FEEL LIKE FORETASTES OF DEATH ITSELF. And before I mention 
some of these experiences, I know that some of these examples are not hypothetical for some in this room, so to 
those I simply want to say you are not forgotten. For example, a family experiences the death of a child, the 
collapse of a marriage, a loved one is lost in addiction or depression, the diagnosis you never thought you’d hear. 
Paige and I know what it means to walk through grief after miscarriage before we had Salem. It was one of the 
darkest seasons we have known. Not Hades itself, but one of those moments where sorrow felt heavy and God 
felt difficult to find. That's why when reflecting on those experiences we say things like, "It was a LIVING hell." 
Have you heard that phrase used? To be clear, these experiences are NOT Hades itself, but we do affirm that they 
are experiences where we FEEL abandoned, cut off, alone and engulfed in darkness don’t we? A living hell.  

If we listen closer to the text from Psalm 16 as David says it, and as Peter applies it to Jesus in Acts 2, we hear 
some interesting language that doesn’t sound at all like what we’d EXPECT someone to say if they might be 
entering the realm of the dead soon; David fought lions, Goliath, ran from Saul, and was in many military battles. 
Jesus resolutely set his face toward Jerusalem where his own death awaited him yet we hear language like: “I saw 
the Lord always before me, for he is at my right hand so that I will not be shaken; 26 therefore my heart was 
glad, and my tongue rejoiced; moreover, my flesh will live in hope. 27 For you will not abandon my soul to 
Hades or let your Holy One experience corruption. 28 You have made known to me the ways of life; you will 
make me full of gladness with your presence.’” How does David sound so immovable even while facing the 
realm of the dead? How does Peter apply this faithfully to the Messiah in Acts 2? Why does the creed add the 
line, He descended into hell? Most importantly, why do we continue to profess this line even today? Don’t you 
see why now? 

Because the Church; any who would follow the Messiah, needed to fully realize that Christ is present EVEN IN 
THE PLACES WE ASSUME GOD CANNOT BE. 

There are places that feel abandoned. There are places that feel forsaken. But because Christ descended to the 
dead, there are no places beyond His reach. There is no depth Christ refuses to enter. 

AND THEREFORE, there is no place I can go where Christ has not already gone before me. 

The questions from the early church still matter today: How can it be that the Living God would descend to take 
on flesh and become one of us in his begotten Son Jesus? How can it be that the Living God could therefore 
experience suffering? How can it be that the Living God could be crucified and die? How can it be that the Living 
God is buried? How can the Living God be present in the lower regions, in the realm of the dead?  I do not know 
HOW, I cannot explain this, but I do know that David says later in Psalm 139: IF I MAKE MY BED IN SHEOL… 
YOU ARE THERE. And BECAUSE God is there; even in hades, the Christian faith stares directly at cemeteries, 
at funerals, at sorrow, at silence, and at loss and still somehow speaks hope. That is why we keep professing this 
line, because no matter where you go, Christ has already gone further. 

Sooner or later we all find ourselves in places that are not on a map. Some of you have been to grief and loss. 
Christ is there. Some of you have been to loneliness, unseen and unvalued. Christ is there. Some of you have 
sat beside hospital beds while others sit at football games. Christ is there. Some of you know regret at the 
hurt you’ve caused. Christ is there. Some of you know depression. Christ is there. Some of you know anxiety. 
Christ is there. Some of you know the silence of unanswered prayer. Christ is there. Some of you know what 
it feels like to wonder whether God has forgotten you. Christ is there. 



Even there… He is present. Even there… I am not abandoned. Even there… Christ is Lord. And perhaps that is 
why the church insisted on keeping this strange line in the creed all these centuries later. Because we need to 
remember that our Savior did not merely come near to human pain. He entered the depths of it. “He was 
crucified, dead, buried… and descended to the dead.” And even there, God did not abandon Him. 

Friends, we live in a world filled with people who wonder whether they are forgotten, abandoned, overlooked, or 
alone, just like cemeteries. We live among people carrying grief, regret, loneliness, fear, and sorrow that few 
others can see. And perhaps the greatest tragedy is not how deep our darkness can become, but how few people 
realize how far God's love has already gone to reach them. 

Oh, that EVERY soul would see just how far God’s love has gone for them. May we keep professing Christ has 
died, Christ was buried, Christ descended to the dead because there is no place so dark, so silent, or so forsaken 
that Christ is not already there, and even there, God has not abandoned His people. 

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


